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Introduction 
 
Our museums are in desperate need of psychotherapy. There is abundant 
evidence of an identity crisis in some of the  major institutions, while others 
are in an advanced state of schizophrenia. These, of course, are relatively 
new museum ailments, and we still have to live with the more traditional 
complaints — delusions of grandeur on the one hand and psychotic 
withdrawal on the other — but the crisis at the moment, put in the simplest 
possible terms, is that our museums and art galleries seem not to know who 
or what they are. Our institutions are unable to resolve their problems of 
role definition. — D. Cameron 
 
An identity crisis… criticism and questions museum professionals seem to continue asking 
today, and yet were already raised by Duncan Cameron (1930 – 2006), a Canadian 
museologist, in a published work in The Museum Journal over four decades ago — in 1972.1 
The state of art today for the museum as an institution, regarding its identity, seems to grow 
increasingly complex.2 Having arrived at the widely accepted notion that museums are 
regarded as public institutions, art museums now struggle with how to best engage this 
public. Many of the challenges regarding education ideologies and audience engagement 
models seem to find their roots in the history and development of the museum. One thing that 
has visibly changed over the course of the development of museums is the emphasis on 
museum education, especially in art museums. While history and science museums have 
placed a greater emphasis on education from an earlier point onward, art museums have only 
become increasingly engaged in this discussion over the past half a century. For the purpose 
of this research, all museums mentioned henceforth are art museums specifically.   
In an effort to take another step towards addressing the identity crisis of art museums 
in modern day society, this thesis explores museum education in relation to space, through 
the angle of youth engagement programs. The development of understanding towards 
museum visitor experience within the recent decades have lead to a series of new topics, 
including those relating to audience engagement, progressive learning theories, and spatial 
relations within the museum space. It is often argued that the space through which visitors 
travel through an art museum influences the ways in which information is perceived, and 
                                                            
1 Cameron 1972, p. 61 
2 For reference, in an article title ‘Is there method in our madness: improvisation in the practice of 
museum education’ published in 1999 by Mary Ellen Munley (former director of Department of 
Education and Outreach” at the Field Museum in Chicago), she suggested five identities of museums: 
the museum as educator, as forum, as community center, as provocateur, and as catalyst.  
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therefore the visiting experiences. Through examining case studies from art museums in 
Seattle, the United States, and Amsterdam, the Netherlands, mainly, this research aims to 
draw attention to the lack of existing data in the field regarding educational space’s 
architectural impact in relation to the learning outcomes of youth engagement programs.  
This paper will initiate the discussion by first providing a brief overview of the 
history of the museum, followed by highlighting current learning theories in progressive 
museum education. From private collections to public institutions, and from object-focused 
traditional approaches to experience-based progressive practices, museum learning and 
engagement are becoming an increasingly pronounced force in museums, and the definition 
of museum education keeps on expanding — it is no longer limited to that of school-affiliated 
programs only, but also aims to serve the greater public through meaningful engagement 
opportunities.  
One particular audience group that will be discussed in this paper is those between the 
age of 14 and 18, which is also commonly categorized as the middle-to-high school students 
within the North American grade school system. The paper will center around case studies 
from Seattle Art Museum (SAM), with similar cases for comparison and contrast from 
Amsterdam’s Stedelijk Museum and Rijksmuseum. Engaging with these materials with a 
constructivist theoretical framework, this paper delves into progressive learning theories that 
explores the role the audience plays in the knowledge development and experience building 
processes. In other words, how various factors play into the educational experience, through 
which youths engage with their surroundings, including their peers, content, and the physical 
environment. While there is clear growth in interpretive technology within museum 
education, such as incorporating virtual reality into experiential museum programs, online 
resources including virtual spaces designed for communication and engagement, this paper 
will focus solely on the physical space employed in art museum engagement programs. 
Since the field has been doing so much towards better defining the museum identity, 
through progressive educational agendas, innovative audience engagement programs, 
architectural design projects, to name a few, and yet is still left struggling — perhaps it is 
time to think about how we could also redefine the education space in an effort to pushing 
this conversation forward. Since audience engagement has grown into a prominent focus 
within museology, why not rethink the space in which there interactions take place? 
Consider: must the notion of an educational space be so traditionally defined? Must it almost 
always be constricted to on-site spaces at the respective museums? Must we always 
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intimidate viewers and visitors with the sense of sublime evoked upon setting sight on many 
of the museum structures?  
Within the realm of these physical spaces, art museums often categorize their 
programs into on-site and off-site, with the latter becoming increasingly frequent. A long-
term educational impact research conducted by the Whitney Museum of American Art in 
New York City published a report in early 2015, and it looked into a series of youths 
programs around the country, all of which are on-site programs. Seattle Art Museum’s unique 
case of the Design Your [Neighbor]Hood (DYH) youth engagement program is a long-term 
off-site project that spells unique opportunities for observation regarding learning outcomes, 
taking place in a different setting. Traditionally, on-site and off-site literally meant on-, or at 
the museum site, and off-, or away from the museum building. As community engagement 
and innovative programs becoming a growing interest within museum education, and often 
times of the museum interest at large, the sites that are employed as “off-site” for museum 
programs are also becoming more diverse.  
In order to better explore the impact of these programs on museum visitors, the 
second chapter will explore contemporary understandings of audience types, and an analysis 
of the various stages of the process in which audience interacts with art museums. Over the 
recent decades, museums have experienced a paradigm shift, and audience engagement is at 
the center of the focus. With the surge of information development, museums have been 
gradually loosing their unique position as a source of knowledge, but also a platform for 
engagement. People visit museums for varied reasons. In addition to seeking knowledge, 
more often times now visitors are there to fulfill social purposes as well.  
There are visitors who are there to accompany others, such as grandparents with their 
grandkids; to them, the focus is on engaging the kids and serving the museum as a medium to 
allow these interactions to take place and hopefully be meaningful; and therefore their 
interest lies within how well the kids learn/experience the museum, rather than themselves. 
Some visit the museum as a space for socialization, where the space is merely a place to 
them, and they are far less interested in the content provided in this space than what the space 
represents to them: culture, calmness, and perhaps a change of scenery from their usual 
environment. There of course still, and will always, remain the professionals: scholars, 
researchers, and art lovers who do come to exhibitions for the sole purpose of being engaged 
with the content. These are just a few samples of audience types, and already, they spell a 
very diverse audience group, and thus requires varied approach and preparation towards their 
engagement in a museum space. What is worth noting is that no matter what visitors’ initial 
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reason to step into the space of the museum is, they all end up learning in different ways. And 
this relates to the belief that people learn outside of their cognitive awareness, as museum 
education theorists Eilean Hooper-Greenhill (1945 - ) and John Falk (1948 - ) suggest, and 
that visitors construct their own meanings in the process. 
The chapter will then return to the aforementioned case studies with a focus on 
observing audience engagement in specific youth programs. In addition to providing 
meaningful and impactful interactions to those who visit the museums, a greater social 
responsibility of the institution is also to try to reach out to those who may not have 
traditionally been part of the museum audience group, to create inclusion. In order to engage 
with people, building relations through trust is an important task, usually over a significant 
period of time; some of the case studies’ engagement approaches demonstrate this, and 
provide a foundation for discussing space, with all of its visible and invisible borders, within 
a museology context.    
In the final chapter, through a closer look at the unique off-site Design Your 
[Neighbor]Hood (DYH) program at Seattle Art Museum, with contrast to a few specific 
Amsterdam museum programs, the conversation will then tap into the importance of active 
awareness and program design in relation to the physical architectural environment. 
Questions such as these are proposed: what is the correlation between the physical 
environment of site-specific projects and the learning outcomes of youths involved in art 
museum engagement projects; what do existing theories of museum education and that of 
architectural spatial experience theory/analysis demonstrate in terms of correlation between 
space and learning outcomes; and why is it important to further the research in this area. 
Through examining the case studies, I would arrive at the conclusion that off-site programs 
encourage diversified engagement with varied audiences, which contributes to furthering 
inclusion as part of the new age museum agenda.  
However, data regarding specific direct correlation between museum education 
outcomes and these unique spaces is still lacking, and the paper seeks to urge the field to 
conduct research in order to produce said data. As museologist Kali Tzortzi (? - ) points out 
in her recent publication Museum Space - Where Architecture Meets Museology (2015), the 
issue at hand is not that there is not enough architectural analysis of spatial relations in a 
museum setting, but that none of this knowledge or methods is applied to educational 
engagement analysis: “In contrast to the effects of the configuration of circulation on 
movement and viewing, the implications for the social functioning of the museum, meaning 
the relations among visitors, are more rarely made explicit.” She goes on to explain that 
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“[this] does not mean that the idea of the social character of the visit is not found in the 
architectural and design literature or that the social aspect of space is absent from museum 
discourse”.3 A brief look at the types of survey that have been used to collect both qualitative 
and quantitative data will bring the thesis to its final point, where it will conclude with a 
quick examination of the hindrance of surveys and attempt to engage in a better model that 
will allow better understanding of spatial relations.  
The museum have progressed a long way over the course of its development: from the 
shifting between public and private identities for centuries until the mid-18th century, to the 
widening of its programmatic focus from a small and narrow, often-times self-selected 
audience to proactively engaging a larger audience and building interest among new 
audiences,  the museum’s prime responsibility is no longer to its collections, but to its 
visitors. As museums renew their own agenda and methods to continue engaging the public 
and remain relevant in today’s society, so should the definition of what constitutes 
“educational space” be challenged and redefined. Mainly, this definition is to be broadened, 
with better understanding of impact of spatial audience engagement on education outcomes. 
By illustrating the importance of this correlation through case studies, I urge the field to 
develop further research to study said correlation, in order to encourage more purposeful 
engagement with the education spaces that youth programs take place in. As plenty of 
research has gone into the study of visitor movement through exhibition spaces in museums, 
thus developing useful understanding of how architecture and design influences meaning-
making, it is possible and important that in collaboration with data and understanding like 
these that museums could learn to re-imagine education space, to best interact with 
participants from on-site and off-site, from within and beyond.  
 
                                                            
3 Tzortzi 2015, p. 90 
